Presents a study which investigated how school councils operate in the Australian state of Victoria and how parent councillors participate in the affairs of the school council. Data were collected through a questionnaire survey on 172 schools, as well as visits to schools and attendance at school council meetings. Proposes a theoretical model linking personal, institutional and communityrelated factors to the successful operation of the school council. Uses data collected in the survey to test and confirm the model by using structural modelling analysis. Concludes that most of the parent councillors are relatively highly educated and the working class is underrepresented in school councils. Finds several factors to be positively associated with successful operation of school councils: the readiness of and mutual acceptance between parents and teachers; commitment of principal; parents' satisfaction with their participation; and parents' contribution and donations to the school.
Introduction
The 1980s was a turbulent era for schools worldwide. An international trend emerged towards decentralization and greater autonomy for schools within publicly funded systems of education (Beare, 1991 (Beare, , 1993 . In the frenzy to restructure schools and school systems (Caldwell, 1996) more decision-making prerogatives were granted to schools than ever before, and the setting up of school-site councils seemed to be one of the common practices for doing so (Beare, 1991) . Where there had not been any formal structures for shared decision making, they were created (Hess, 1992; Malen and Ogawa, 1988) . Where such structures already existed the strength and representation of lay members, namely parents and local community leaders, were increased (Deem, 1994; Fine, 1993; Gamage, 1993) .
This study was a survey research conducted during [1992] [1993] . It attempted to investigate how school councils operate in the Australian state of Victoria, how parent councillors participate in the affairs of the school council and whether parent councillors are taking part as equal partners to their professional colleagues. A theoretical model linking personal, institutional and community-related factors to the successful operation of the school council was then proposed. Data collected in the survey were used to test and confirm the model by using structural modelling analysis.
Background of the study
Parents had traditionally played a role in school affairs in countries such as the UK and the Australian state of Victoria for some time. Even if they were not given the opportunity to share in decision making, parents had always been involved in some school activities such as raising funds for their schools. It was, however, not until the mid-1980s that the idea of parents as partners in school governance, on a par with the professional staff of the school, began to take root.
The UK has a long tradition of having parents and local community leaders involved in the management of individual schools (Hill et al., 1990) . Parental participation in school councils and school boards was therefore common in the British dependencies and former territories such as Australia, New Zealand, and the tiny colony city of Hong Kong. It was not at all accidental that UK, New Zealand, and some of the Australian states all decided to restructure their school councils and boards.
UK authorities began increasing the membership of parents and co-opted local community leaders to the school board and enlarging its power from 1984 (Hill et al., 1990) . The 1988 Education Reform Act even allowed parents of a school, acting through the governing body, to opt out of the control of the local education authority. In the Australian state of Victoria the reform took on a different dimension. In addition to school buildings and grounds, the 1984 Ministry of Education edict expanded the decision-making role of the school council to include education policy, curriculum, finance and the selection of senior school personnel. Similar developments in New Zealand were also witnessed (Deem, 1994; Gamage, 1993; Rae, 1992) .
While it was believed that the reform movements in UK, Australia and New Zealand might have been triggered off by political and social situations peculiar to their own countries (Beare, 1991; Deem, 1994) , these movements were looked on as exemplars elsewhere. For example, the education authority of Hong Kong was carefully studying these reforms to help them in their own school restructuring initiatives.
Literature overview of the parental role in school governance
Justification for parental participation
Parental participation in school governance can be justified from diverse points of view, including efficiency and effectiveness (Ministry of Education, 1987) , public accountability (Gamage, 1993; Pettit, 1987) , as a matter of right (Beare, 1988) , as conducive to students' learning according to one parent association in Victoria, an enhancement of school policy formulation according to an official of Victorian Council of School Organizations (VICCSO), and as a means to more democratic governance (Deem, 1994) .
Joan Kirner, a champion of the disadvantaged in Australia and known as a staunch supporter of parents' movement in Victoria, has provided the following reasons as justification for parental involvement. First, parents should participate because they are the first educators of children. Second, parents have long-term responsibility for their own children. Third, parents' participation can increase their children's chance of success in learning. Fourth, it is a parental right. And finally, parents' participation is part of the process of democratizing school governance (Kirner, 1982) .
Factors affecting parents' participation in school governance
Several factors may either encourage or impede parents' participation in school governance. One secondary school principal in Victoria mentioned three such factors, namely, parents' concern for their children's education, satisfaction with the school, and their ability to participate. On the other hand, parents' enthusiasm may be dampened by negative attitudes on the part of professional staff of the school, by lack of incentives, and by their own timidity (Murphy, 1983) . Working-class parents, and parents who find little time for voluntary work, seem to be particularly discouraged from participation (NFER, 1980) . Another reason may be the use of technical terms and jargon by the school staff. This may discourage parents from taking an active part (Fine, 1993) .
Participation in which school spheres?
A crucial point of contention among parents and school staff concerns defining legitimate areas for parental participation. Up until the 1970s, the concept of partnership was not fully accepted. For example, even though parents' input into the school curriculum was considered acceptable, total control was never anticipated (Townsend, 1989) . The Karmel Report (Karmel, 1973) endorsed parental participation but called on parents to recognize teachers' professional expertise.
In the Australian state of Victoria the widening of decision-making power has been interpreted as a deliberate policy of the Cain government in the 1980s (Beare, 1988) . Government patronage in this case plays an important role in determining the scope of participation. In fact, the countries in which parental participation was reported to be most widely practised happened to be countries where such political incentives existed (Deem, 1994; Sallis, 1988) .
Methodology

Survey of school councils in Victoria
This study was conducted between 1992 and 1993 in the state of Victoria, Australia. A considerable part of it took place during the second half of 1992 while the first author was on sabbatical leave from the Chinese University. Visits to schools and attendances at school council meetings, however, stretched over a much longer period between 1992 and 1993.
At the initial stage, staff members of the VICCSO and the School Participation Unit of the Victorian Ministry of Education provided first-hand information about the state of affairs of school councils in the state schools of Victoria. Following these personal conferences, visits to some state schools and eventual attendance at their school council meetings took place. A broader perspective of the school council operation was provided by visiting schools in the Catholic diocese of Melbourne as well as independent schools in Victoria.
Consequently four basic questions which were to form the basis of the survey questionnaires were formulated. 
Data collection
Altogether five state primary and five state secondary schools were targeted as sample schools; information collected from these schools provided a source of research data from which this study was able to draw. Another source of information came from a mailed questionnaire survey conducted towards the end of 1992. The names and addresses of schools, primary as well as secondary, were taken from the metropolitan telephone directory of Melbourne. In order to cut the red tape, schools were approached directly without going through their regional management office. Some schools did decline to offer co-operation on the grounds that official approval ought to be sought first from these offices. The response was considered fair; a total of 172 schools returned the questionnaires, representing about 9 per cent of the total number of schools in the entire state of Victoria.
[ 104 ] The questionnaires included one for the principal, one for teacher councillor, and one for parent councillor. The principal's questionnaire was quite different from that of the teacher and the parent. It sought to provide information on the school council operation as well as the principal's perception of the parents' participation in the school council. The parents' and the teacher councillors' questionnaires were so designed as to obtain answers which reflect their views on similar issues; they could also be used for mutual verification. Only one teacher and one parent who served in the schools council were asked to respond to the questionnaire.
Data analysis
Data collected through personal conferences and interviews and impressions gained from visits to schools and school council meetings were mainly used to validate findings from the questionnaire survey. Questionnaires data were analysed through the use of statistical tools found in the computer packages of SPSSPC+ and LISREL in order to address the four basic questions posted at the beginning of the survey. In this paper, only data coming from the parent councillors' questionnaire are reported.
Survey findings
The general condition of school councils in Victoria All state schools in Victoria must operate under the control of a school council which is constituted under legal requirements. School councils properly constituted are given decision-making power over finance, buildings and grounds, education and curriculum policy, as well as selection of the principal and the vice principal (Education Regulations, 1988) .
A Victorian school council has 15 to 20 members. They are made up of parent representatives, teacher representatives, student representatives (only in secondary schools), and co-opted members drawn from the community. Unlike schools in the UK and New Zealand, where the proportion of teacher councillors is much smaller than either the parents or the co-opted community leaders, school councils in Victoria have almost the same number of lay and professional members.
School councils are required to meet eight times a year; they normally meet once a month during term time. Since their agendas are usually large, most school councils in Victoria organize themselves into subcommittees. The substantive issues are dealt with in the sub-committees, and their resolutions are endorsed as a matter of fact at the main committee meeting which is held after the sub-committees have met. Council meetings are held at the school on weekday evenings, and take up two to three hours. Many of the parent and community representatives come straight from work to the meetings.
Background of parent councillors
The findings from the questionnaire revealed a clear picture of the kind of parents who have been drawn into the school council. It can be seen from Table I that the largest group of parent councillors are professionals (23.8 per cent), followed by housewives (15.7 per cent), self-employed and managerial people (14.0 per cent), and teachers (11.0 per cent). Less than 9 per cent are skilled and unskilled workers. The above findings, in line with the findings of the NFER (1989), suggest that working-class parents are underrepresented in the school councils.
Concerning educational background, the survey found that a majority (76 per cent) of parent councillors completed secondary education and almost 60 per cent have done some university work (Table II) . It is clear from the survey that a good proportion of parent councillors are reasonably or highly educated people who enjoy some social standing.
Many of the respondents to the questionnaire survey were serving on the executive committee of their school councils, in the The findings also show that parent councillors who take up executive roles in councils spend significantly more time (9.02 hours per month) in attending and preparing for meetings than do those who do not take executive roles (5.17 hours per month). On the other hand, school councillors also take part in school functions which are sponsored by the school council. The most popular ones are fund-raising campaigns, school improvement projects and annual parent reporting meetings. From conversations with some parent councillors, it appeared that the total amount of time spent by parent councillors on school council meetings plus other school functions may far exceed the above figures. One primary school council president calculated that he might be spending over 40 hours per month in total.
The particular case of one parent who reported having spent about 200 hours in one month on council affairs is certainly very exceptional. This is a case involving the merger of schools in one school district, and the parent councillor in his role as president was busy doing the liaison and negotiation in connection with this.
How do parent councillors, teachers, and principal share power in the school council?
The policy documents on which the school councils are constituted stress a partnership between parents, teachers, and local community. The study aimed at clarifying what quality of partnership existed between lay and professional members. Hallinger et al. (1993) found that school professional staff have some reservations about parents' capabilities in playing their partnership role in full. The results in this study supported this finding. According to a secondary school principal, some schools did not ask parents to serve in the education subcommittee in order "to make matters simple". One principal suspected that parents were not actively involved in the preparation of policy documents "because they are not confident in doing so". A former president of VICCSO attributed this to "fear of principals in sharing information and power".
The present study asked the principals and teacher councillors to rate, on a 1 to 9 ascending scale, parent councillors' readiness and ability to take part in council business. The mean score given by teacher councillors was 7.96, suggesting that teacher councillors in general felt that parent councillors were ready to take, and capable of taking, part in council business. The mean score given by the principals was 5.63, which showed that principals, though with some reservations, were also quite positive on parent councillors' readiness and ability to participate in council business.
Parents themselves seemed to enjoy playing their part as school councillors. Of the three groups, namely the parents, the teachers, and the principal, parents rated their satisfaction with involvement in school council affairs the highest (Table III) . However, this does not mean they are not concerned about their confidence in participating in school council business.
One particular concern was parent councillors' readiness to participate in the formulation of education policy. The survey showed that, for the year 1992, 46 per cent of parent When asked about their contribution to discussion in council meetings on the various types of school council business, parent councillors rated themselves significantly lower than the teacher councillors in all except one of the four spheres (Table IV) . The difference between the parent councillors' rating and the teacher councillors' rating on education and policy matters was the greatest, followed by that on finance and on selection of senior staff. Parent councillors' rating on their contribution to discussion on matters relating to buildings and grounds was significantly higher than those of the teacher councillors.
What factors account for school council success?
The emphasis on a partnership between parents, teachers and the local community (Sallis, 1988; Taylor, 1977) suggests that a good partnership between teachers and parents is an important factor contributing to the success of school councils. It seems that the readiness of parents and teachers to participate in the council, and mutual acceptance between teachers and parents, are important aspects of a good partnership between teachers and parents. Three items in the principal's questionnaire were designed to measure the readiness of parents; the readiness of teachers; and mutual acceptance between teachers and parents; they are treated as indicators of a good partnership between teachers and parents in this study.
It is logical to presuppose that if a parent councillor is satisfied with the performance of the school and his or her role in the council, he or she is more likely to put in extra effort in making the council a success. Hence, it is proposed that parent councillors' satisfaction will be positively associated with the success of the council, and two items are designed to measure the above two aspects of parent councillors' satisfaction.
Principals' commitment to the councils may be another factor positively related to the success of the council. If the principal is committed to making the council a success, he or she may take action to influence or motivate teachers and parents to participate in the council and to create an environment conducive to a good partnership between teachers and parents. There is one item in the principal's questionnaire designed to measure the above commitment. It is proposed that principal commitment may lead to better partnership between teachers and parents, which in turn is positively associated with the success of the council.
One of the objectives of involving parents in the council is to solicit support from the community (Brown et al., 1987) . The level of support from the community is anticipated to be a factor associated positively with the success of the council in this study. The following three indicators are used to measure the level of support from the community: the contribution to school in dollar terms, the level at which parents are charged with educational levies, and the percentage of parents in the school who receive educational maintenance allowance. The first two indicators are expected to be positively related to, and the last indicator is assumed to be negatively associated with, the level of support from the community.
Apart from the level of support from the community, the percentage of students coming from non-English speaking backgrounds may also be related to the success of the council. It seems likely that parents from nonEnglish speaking backgrounds may have problems with integrating into the society and communication with the school. Hence it may help towards the school council's success if there is a relatively lower percentage of such students.
In order to measure the success of the council, the principal, a teacher councillor and a parent councillor are requested to rate the degree of success of the council. Their ratings are taken to be indicators of the success of the council.
A theoretical model on various factors leading to the successful operation of school councils A theoretical model was proposed depicting the relationships involved in partnership (mutual acceptance) between teacher and parent, percentage of students from nonEnglish speaking backgrounds, community support, principal commitment, parent Structural equation modelling analysis using the LISREL programme was used to test whether the data fitted the theoretical model. Maximum likelihood analysis was used with correlation matrix. There were 135 cases after casewise deletion. Hence, the sample size was suitable for LISREL analysis (Hair et al., 1995) . The goodness of fit indices for the model, the factor loading and uniqueness of each item and the total effect of each factor on the success of the council are shown in Tables V, VI and VII respectively. The factor loadings, uniquenesses, path coefficients of the model are depicted in Figure 1 .
It can be seen in Table V that all the goodness of fit indices indicate that the theoretical model fits the data satisfactorily. One may conclude, therefore, that the theoretical model of this study is confirmed by the data and the factors proposed in this study are all significantly associated with the success of the council. The results in Table VII suggest that a good partnership between teachers and parents has the largest total and direct effect on the success of the council. The commitment of the principal and community support are two other important factors substantially associated with the success of the council. From the above results, the key factors appear to be the three key groups: namely the principal of the school, the teachers in the school and the parents who take part in the school council operation. The council is more likely to experience success if the principal is committed to the school council, if the teachers and the parents are ready to take part, and if they are willing to accept one another in their service to the school council. Furthermore, parent councillors satisfied with the school and their roles in the council may also contribute towards the success of the school council.
Another factor is the community where the school is located. Concerning the community, it is to the advantage of the school council: if the parents are ready to contribute more to the schools in terms of donations; if they can afford higher educational levies charged by the school; if they are well off and do not require educational maintenance allowance from the government; and if there is a relatively lower percentage of students coming from non-English speaking backgrounds. have been reforming their schools by giving more power and responsibility to them and enlisting parents and community leaders to help principals and professional staff in school management. Many justifications have since been advanced to support these government moves, and among them political considerations seem to have played an important role (Beare, 1993; Berkeley, 1991; Deem, 1994) .
In the Australian state of Victoria, for instance, the expansion of parent membership in the school council together with increased decisional power was implemented when the Labor Party was in power (Creed, 1991) . The policy of increased parental participation was clearly in step with the party's platform of equality.
One of the trite slogans of the Labor Party was empowerment, referring to parents in the lower social stratum as being trained or enabled to take part in the political processes of school council elections, becoming school councillors, and perhaps ensuring the success of their children in the school (Kirner, 1982) . The irony is that quite often it is these same parents who are denied the opportunity to participate (Fine, 1993) .
Some parents, particularly women, who took part in organizing and leading the parent movement in Victoria, did become very powerful; some like Joan Kirner eventually achieved the highest political appointment in the Labor Government in the state of Victoria. The empowerment which Joan Kirner anticipated did not happen except for a few political activists in the state Labor Party.
This study had as its aims to discover how parent councillors contribute to school councils in the state of Victoria, Australia. In terms of contribution made in time, parent councillors who were surveyed reported an average of eight hours per month relating to preparation for, and attendance at, school council meetings. It is believed that an equally significant number of hours may be spent by parent councillors in relation to other school-related functions. The majority of these parent councillors are highly educated professionals or managerial people. It seems that the working class and the disadvantaged rarely serve on school councils. It is probable that schools located in a socially or culturally disadvantaged community may have problems in finding parents willing to serve on school councils. For these parents, attendance at school council meetings or at other school-related functions represents true sacrifice. They may also lack confidence in contributing to the school as councillors.
The above is related to an aspect of parent's participation in school councils which was previously discussed by the Taylor Committee (Field, 1993) . Parents in lower socioeconomic communities may not be able to afford the time and money required for participation. There is the question of opportunity cost which is real to parents who need to earn a living. The idea of providing a financial loss allowance was recommended by the Taylor Committee, but eventually was not taken up by the Government in the UK. There is also the question of additional expenses incurred in attending council meetings and functions, and also contributions in kind and in money to fund-raising campaigns.
Parent councillors in New Zealand schools are paid to attend council meetings. Nothing is paid to parent councillors in Victoria. But if parents should be paid to attend school council meetings, how much should they be paid? We must also bear in mind that whatever the amount of subsidies spent on parent councillors, an equal amount is taken away from available school funds.
This study also attempted to confirm whether or not parent councillors are taking part in school council affairs as equal partners to their professional colleagues, the teachers and the principal. The findings show that parent councillors, though satisfied with their participation, were not entirely confident in contributing to council discussions on matters such as education policy and curriculum, and selection of senior school personnel. Perhaps more must be done in providing training and education for these lay councillors who, in one expert's view, "may prove to be unequal for their task" (Deem, 1990) . Teachers, too, may need training and prior experience in order to be convinced that parents are just as capable of determining educational policies (Epstein, 1993).
There is, on the other hand, evidence to indicate that the professional staff in the school are likely to maintain a certain degree of mistrust of the parent councillors, to the extent that sometimes not all avenues of participation are open (Wong, 1994) . In comparison, principals seemed to be more reluctant to give full rein to the parents than are their teaching staff. As one parent in a US school said "… they [the teachers and the principal] don't see me as an equal …" (Fine,1993) .
It is conceivable that parents may become more confident and take a more active part if the principal is particularly encouraging. Likewise, parents might demonstrate a greater degree of commitment if the teaching staff readily accept them. Since parents are still not confident about their role in educational and curricular matters (Field, 1993) , it is preferable that initiative should first come from the professional staff.
A statistical analysis was conducted to explore factors which were responsible for school council success. The key factors appear to be the three groups of individuals, namely the principal of the school, the teachers in the school, and the parents who take part in the school council operation. The principal must be committed to the school council. Teachers and parents must be ready to take part, and they must be willing to accept each other in their service to the school council for it to be successful.
Another factor for participation is the community where the school is located. In this regard, parents must be ready to contribute to the school in terms of donations, they must be able to afford the educational levies charged by the school, and they must be well off and not require educational maintenance allowance from the government.
Another factor related to parental participation is the percentage of students coming from non-English speaking backgrounds enrolled in the school. It is to the advantage of the school council 's success if there is a relatively lower percentage of such students.
Concluding remarks
Recent restructuring of school governance in western countries as a means of improving education has kindled interest is researching the operation of school councils. Currently, the importance of the school council as a legitimate part of the mechanism of school governance, as well as the vital role of parents, must both be recognized. Increasingly, it appears that the real test of the school council is not whether it should be permitted to exist, but rather whether such existence can be justified educationally.
